In many European countries, the debate about the future sustainability of pensions has come to dominate the public, political and scientifi c discourse. By the year 2004, around two-thirds of all Europeans (61 percent in the EU-15 countries) considered demographic aging to be a 'major problem', and a slightly higher proportion (72 percent) indicated a lack of confi dence in the future of contemporary pension systems (Frommert et al. 2009 ). At the same time, a number of EU, OECD and World Bank studies were recently published that aimed to fi nd a solution to the pressing question of how to build up socially adequate and at the same time long-term sustainable pension systems (e. First, many European countries have experienced a trend towards rising life expectancy in recent decades. While in 1970 a newborn child in Europe had an average life expectancy of 71 years, this fi gure had risen to 79 years by 2005, though with considerable cross-national variations between the core EU countries and the post-socialist accession states. At the same time, birth rates have declined considerably. While the average (period) total fertility rate (TFR) was around 2.4 children per European woman in the 1970s, it declined to values around 1.5 in the mid-1990s, where it has largely remained since. Despite large cross-national variations, the TFR of any European country nowadays falls well below the so-called 'replacement level' of an assumed 2.1 children per woman required to ensure a stable population (see Table 1 .1).
As a result, recent population projections expect an overall population decline in Europe after the year 2020 (European Commission 2003c). However, not only the size but also the composition of the European population will change, as many countries will experience a substantial aging of their populations in future decades. In the next 50 years, the population above age 65 in the EU-25 is expected to rise by around two-thirds, Note: 1 For the fi gures reported above, 'working age' is assumed to describe the population between 15 and 64 years of age. The term 'retirees' applies to those above 65 years, which is, despite some variations between nations and the sexes, the most usual formal retirement age in EU countries (e.g. Blöndal and Scarpetta 1999; Fenge 2001). Though the correspondence is not perfectly accurate, this ratio has proven to be a useful proxy indicator for comparing the relation of workers to non-workers in a given population (Lisiankova and Wright 2005: 79f.). ). Yet, mere population aging does not pose the only major challenge facing modern welfare states at the onset of the twenty-fi rst century. Almost every OECD country has experienced a signifi cant and rising trend towards an ever earlier withdrawal of older workers from the active labor force that has intensifi ed since the mid-1970s (Auer and Fortuny 2000; European Commission 2003b: 167ff .). Publicly supported early retirement systems, which were initially intended to balance out the economic downturns in the aftermaths of the oil price shocks, have become saturated, triggering a largescale decline of older workers well before the offi cial retirement ages. The present situation in Europe is that, despite the fact that formal retirement ages are often set at age 65, the labor-force participation of senior workers already starts to decline after age 50, with an 'exit peak' around age 60 1 9 6 0 1 9 6 3 1 9 6 6 1 9 6 9 1 9 7 2 1 9 7 5 1 9 7 8 1 9 8 1 1 9 8 4 1 9 8 7 1 9 9 0 1 9 9 3 1 9 9 6 1 9 9 9 2 0 0 2 2 0 0 5
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Figure 1.2 Employment rate, men, 60-64 years, 1960-2006
Dirk It clearly demonstrates that, in almost any Western country, male workers of the above age group have experienced a signifi cant decline in their labor-force participation since the 1970s. The most dramatic declines in this age group took place in a number of Western European countries (especially in Austria, Belgium, France, the Netherlands and, to a lesser extent, Spain), as well as in Finland, where by the mid-1990s only between one-tenth and one-third of men of pre-retirement age still actively participated in gainful employment. 2 Declines were least pronounced in the Scandinavian countries of Sweden and Norway, where employment participation fell less steeply and around one-half or more of all older workmen were still participating actively in employment. AngloSaxon countries as well as the still strongly agrarian countries of Southern Europe, where many individuals are self-employed farmers (Portugal and Greece), exhibit only slightly lower employment rates in later life. Though more recent fi gures from the late 1990s and the early twenty-fi rst century seem to point to a halt, or even partial reversal of the early retirement trend, the withdrawal of the vast majority of European men from active employment is still taking place well before mandatory retirement age and remains clearly below the level of the early 1970s. In addition, comparative data show that employment rates not only diff er markedly between developed nations, but simultaneously show considerable levels of variation within countries. Many comparative reports have, for example, pointed to signifi cant diff erences as a function of the educational levels of older workers, highlighting that older workers with higher education tend to stay longer in employment than those with only basic schooling (e.g. Despite these individual-level diff erences, however, there remains a solid pattern of early exit before pension age in almost any European country that has proven largely resistant over the last few decades. Politicians and scientists have increasingly come to regard this early-exit trend as a long-term unsustainable labor market development. Finally, early retirement amplifi es the imbalance between pension insurance contributors and recipients and therefore further increases the already high 'dependency ratio' between the working population and the economically inactive retired population. If current early-exit trends continue, this ratio will continue to deteriorate in the next few years as the 'baby boomer' generation approaches the end of employment life (European Commission 2003b: 157).
In response to these developments, the European Union recently enacted the so-called 'Lisbon Strategy' to maintain and increase employment growth. Part of this strategy was to lay down two major political targets. . 3 Early retirement therefore still represents a signifi cant socio-political challenge for Europe which is currently far from being adequately met politically.
Given its eminent social and political relevance, an increasing amount of research has been dedicated in recent years to a more thorough analysis of both demographic aging and early exit, their causes and possible strategies for dealing with them. Although a large number of questions still remain to be answered (Börsch-Supan 2004: 7), demographic, economic and sociological research has in recent years contributed signifi cantly to a better understanding of the phenomenon of demographic aging. 4 Especially regarding the phenomenon of declining fertility, substantial contributions from social science research have provided deeper insights into the object of research on several analytical levels: First, they considered fertility decline as a • to developments on the life-course levels of individuals both theoretically (Blossfeld 1996) and empirically. These micro-macro interactions contributed greatly to improving our understanding of the eff ects of diff erential institutional contexts on the fertility crisis.
While a comparative sociological life-course perspective has proved to be very sophisticated and fruitful in the analysis and understanding of fertility processes, there have been only a few attempts to apply a similar perspective to the analysis of late careers and retirement. Research on the phenomenon of early retirement has remained comparatively undiff erentiated:
Most existing research has focused largely on the timing of the Early retirement patterns will hence need to be explained by taking a broader look at the national welfare and labor market conditions that set the boundaries for both the exit and the continuation of older workers' late careers, not least in order to arrive at more comprehensive political recommendations. Finally, empirical evidence pointed to observable inter-individual
• diff erences in the retirement behavior of diff erent groups of workers, such as the self-employed and dependent employees, high-and low-skilled, blue-and white-collar workers, and so on. However, virtually no study has systematically connected these cross-nationally varying micro-patterns and their development in a systematic empirical fashion to nation-specifi c institutional confi gurations at the macrolevel. As a consequence, little is known about the diff erential eff ects of institutional settings and reforms on various groups of older workers, a connection that may prove to be crucial in the implementation of policy strategies to reverse early retirement. This is even more surprising, considering that corresponding analyses for other phases of the life course have enjoyed a high popularity in recent sociological research, and datasets would, in principle, permit such an analysis.
Against this background, the aim of this work is to develop and test a comprehensive life-course approach to understand early retirement transitions in modern societies, with a specifi c focus on the enlarged Europe and North America. I shall start with a comprehensive review of main approaches in the current scientifi c debate about the phenomenon of early retirement, including developments in life-course sociology, comparative welfare and labor market research as well as economic retirement analysis (Chapter 2). In doing so, I shall trace the development of theoretical knowledge about early retirement processes and highlight the strengths and complementarities of existing approaches. However, I shall also point to remaining research defi ciencies and open questions.
I shall then develop my own theoretical framework that draws on existing retirement research while simultaneously extending it to a broad and comprehensive analysis of older workers' late-career patterns (Chapter 3). I shall identify the multidimensional phenomenon of globalization as the main contextual force that has contributed to a general deterioration in the labor market situation of older workers and has fostered their premature withdrawal from the active labor force. However, I shall argue that globalization has been fi ltered diff erentially by national institutions, resulting in cross-nationally diff erent 'modal patterns' of late career and retirement. As relevant national context characteristics, my approach will consider a broad spectrum of institutional backgrounds ranging from national education and training systems to specifi c welfare and labor market characteristics that infl uence both the opportunities of older workers to continue their labor market careers and their opportunities to retire.
Subsequently, I shall test the above framework empirically (Chapter 4). Institutional and labor-force (macro) data from selected European and North American countries will be used to reconstruct the late careers of older workers and their interconnectedness with national institutional fi lters. In addition, results from a cross-national analysis of micro-data from the European Community Household Panel (ECHP) will demonstrate how various groups of older workers have been diff erentially aff ected by globalization, and how this aff ectedness varies with specifi c national contexts (Chapter 5).
My analysis concludes with a fi nal summary of results (Chapter 6), including political recommendations and an outlook on the future of early retirement trends and political strategies to reverse them.
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